Data are available from the Alfred Hospital Ethics Committee for researchers who meet the criteria for access to confidential information, due to restrictions outlined in the consent form. Interested researchers may contact Kordula Dunscombe of the Alfred Hospital Ethics Committee if they would like access to the data (<k.dunscombe@alfred.org.au>).

Introduction {#sec005}
============

Sex work involves one or more services where sex is exchanged for money or goods \[[@pone.0141575.ref001]\]. Sex workers however are not a homogenous group \[[@pone.0141575.ref002], [@pone.0141575.ref003]\]. Street sex workers are generally illegal workers who meet clients on the street and service them in alleys, or the clients' cars, whereas indoor sex workers are employed to work in brothels, massage parlours or as call girls \[[@pone.0141575.ref004]\]. Past research has shown both street sex workers and indoor sex workers have commonly experienced high levels of abuse in childhood and adulthood \[[@pone.0141575.ref005]--[@pone.0141575.ref010]\]. While rates of abuse and trauma are lower for indoor sex workers than street sex workers, they are still higher than the general population \[[@pone.0141575.ref010]--[@pone.0141575.ref013]\].

Sex workers commonly face significant stigma related barriers regardless of where they work, due to their perceived violation of gendered norms through sex with multiple partners and strangers, taking sexual initiative and control, inciting male desires, and receiving fees for sex \[[@pone.0141575.ref014]--[@pone.0141575.ref016]\]. Stigma can be external and enacted through discrimination by others, or an internalised sense of shame \[[@pone.0141575.ref015]\], and is generally accompanied by an intense fear of others 'finding out' about their work due to the stigma associated with it \[[@pone.0141575.ref014], [@pone.0141575.ref017]--[@pone.0141575.ref019]\].

In Australia, legislation surrounding sex work varies by state and territory and in a number of states/territories some forms of sex work are legal \[[@pone.0141575.ref020]\]. In Victoria, under the Prostitution Control Act 1994, indoor sex work in a licensed brothel, escort agency or private setting is legal, however street based sex work remains illegal \[[@pone.0141575.ref021]\]. As part of legislature, indoor sex workers cannot knowingly work with a sexually transmitted infection (STI) and are required to have three monthly STI testing and provide a certificate to work \[[@pone.0141575.ref022]\].

Information from the AIDS Council of NSW (a state in Australia) suggests approximately 20,000 legal and illegal sex workers are working in the Australian sex industry at any one time \[[@pone.0141575.ref020]\]. Most sex workers in Australia predominantly work in the legal indoor sex industry, with estimates of between 2%-10% of street based workers in the industry \[[@pone.0141575.ref020], [@pone.0141575.ref023], [@pone.0141575.ref024]\]. It is difficult to provide estimates of the number of sex workers due to the transient nature of sex work and sex workers reluctance to report working in the sex industry. This is often due to aspects which remain criminalised which may result in them incriminating themselves or making themselves a target of abuse (20). The stigma surrounding the industry also means they are often reluctant to disclose their work even with family and friends, and the knowledge that in Australia once registered, their name will remain listed in a sex work database regardless of whether they are still working in the industry \[[@pone.0141575.ref020]\].

While there are some commonalities between street sex workers and indoor sex workers, generally there are vastly different issues associated with their work and substantially different conditions in which it takes place \[[@pone.0141575.ref009], [@pone.0141575.ref010], [@pone.0141575.ref018]\]. Indoor sex workers are far less likely to report injecting drug use or issues around poor health compared to outdoor sex workers (20). They are also less likely to report concerns around personal safety or to experience work related violence compared to outdoor workers due to regulations and controls in place in the legal sex industry \[[@pone.0141575.ref020]\]. Indoor sex workers are also more likely to view their work as a career than a transient job and remain in the industry long-term and tend to express different concerns in relation to their work including problems surrounding their personal relationships \[[@pone.0141575.ref018]\].

While considerable research has been conducted on street sex workers, there is considerably less data on indoor sex workers. The majority of past research on indoor sex workers has related to condom use and physical health. Past research has found that many sex workers use condoms with clients but are less likely to in their personal lives \[[@pone.0141575.ref019], [@pone.0141575.ref025]--[@pone.0141575.ref029]\]. The absence of condoms appears to signify security, intimacy and trust between sex workers and their personal partners. Perceived intimacy is the strongest predictor of non-condom use, with condoms serving as an emotional, physical and symbolic barrier between sex workers work and personal lives \[[@pone.0141575.ref027], [@pone.0141575.ref030], [@pone.0141575.ref031]\].

In a study by Warr and Pyett \[[@pone.0141575.ref031]\] of condom use in female indoor and street sex workers' personal romantic relationships in Victoria, Australia, researchers found that almost all 24 women did not use condoms in their private relationships in order to maintain a distinction between sex with clients and sex with private partners. All of the women reported tensions associated with working in the sex industry and having a private sexual relationship including issues of jealousy, resentment, disapproval and disrespect from partners due to the nature of their work. A recent study by Bilardi et al. \[[@pone.0141575.ref025]\] based in Melbourne, Australia, examined female sex workers' job satisfaction but also briefly noted that women working in the sex industry reported problems in their personal relationships which stemmed from their work. Most participants reported that sex work interfered with their romantic relationships adversely due to issues of jealousy, guilt and safe sex practices. Seventy-five percent of women stated that the job made it too difficult to sustain a relationship and 80% reported that sex work interfered with romantic relationships.

Previous studies that have touched on sex workers personal relationships as part of the broader study have also found sex work negatively affects personal relationships. In a study by Sanders \[[@pone.0141575.ref032]\], which examined sex work from the perspective of risk management in England, it was found that negative emotions generated by the commodification of women's bodies through sex work affected their social identities and relationships, with women struggling to separate sex at work with sex for pleasure. In a further study by Rossler et al. \[[@pone.0141575.ref033]\], examining the mental health of women in the sex industry in Switzerland, women stated relationships commonly failed because their partners could not separate out sex at work with sex at home even though the women themselves could.

To cope with these issues, sex workers commonly adopt behaviours to separate their work and personal lives \[[@pone.0141575.ref017], [@pone.0141575.ref019], [@pone.0141575.ref029], [@pone.0141575.ref032]\]. Work/family border theory proposed by Clark \[[@pone.0141575.ref034]\] argues that work and family influence each other. Work and home lives differ in terms of purpose as well as culture and have specific patterns of attitudes and behaviour for each. Some level of integration is necessary to balance the two spheres of an individual's life, but the degree to which this occurs varies between people. According to work/family border theory, borders are lines of segregation between domains, defining where a person's behaviours begin and end. A physical border defines where these take place, temporal borders define when the behaviours take place and psychological borders are defined by the individual, dictating when behaviours, thinking patterns and emotions are appropriate for each. The more flexible a border is, the more an individual can think about work while at home and home while at work. When domains are very different it can be more difficult to juggle the conflicting demands and an individual can experience confusion about their identity and purpose \[[@pone.0141575.ref034]\].

In a study by Wolffers et al. \[[@pone.0141575.ref029]\] on female sex workers in Indonesia, the majority of who were married or had previously been married, two important ways sex workers kept their work and personal lives separate were living far away from work and changing their dress and make-up. Another important aspect was maintaining emotional distance at work while being emotionally involved at home. Other strategies sex workers commonly use to cope with the demands of sex work are taking regular breaks at work, physical boundaries between work and home, keeping to time during consults, hiding appearance and avoiding emotional relationships with clients \[[@pone.0141575.ref017], [@pone.0141575.ref019]\]. This can however, lead to issues with dissociation and denial and affect women's mental health \[[@pone.0141575.ref035], [@pone.0141575.ref036]\]. Similarly, Sanders \[[@pone.0141575.ref019]\] found indoor sex workers constructed a manufactured identity in order to maintain a sense of self by limiting certain feelings to work, and certain feelings to their personal lives. Women had certain rituals surrounding clothing, behaviour and appearance to separate their identities, with some women even referring to their work persona in the third person.

The romantic relationships of indoor sex workers, outside of work, has not been studied extensively despite being raised as a concern by many women in the sex industry \[[@pone.0141575.ref025], [@pone.0141575.ref029], [@pone.0141575.ref037]\]. It is likely that the nature of sex work impacts on many areas of women's personal relationships. It could be argued that psychologically, activities at work and home are very different for sex workers and therefore strong borders between the two would be required in order for a person to cope with the very differing demands. This study developed from findings of an earlier study by Bilardi et al. \[[@pone.0141575.ref025]\] which found that female sex workers struggled with the tensions between sex work and their personal romantic relationships. The aim of this study was to explore the impact sex work has on women's personal romantic relationships and the use of mental separation as a coping mechanism to balance the two aspects of their lives.

Method {#sec006}
======

This exploratory study allowed for preliminary investigation in an area in which very limited data is currently available. Exploratory studies aims to explore the research questions, gain greater understanding of an issue and lay the groundwork for further investigation into the area of study \[[@pone.0141575.ref038]\]. A mixed-methods approach was used as it allowed for the use of multiple methods to explore, identify and confirm findings within the study. Mixed method studies commonly employ both qualitative and quantitative approaches to allow for greater breadth and depth of understanding and are useful in exploratory design studies \[[@pone.0141575.ref039]\].

Ethics statement {#sec007}
----------------

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Alfred Hospital Ethics Committee, Victoria, Australia, Application Number 244/14 on the 12^th^ June 2014.

Participants {#sec008}
------------

To be eligible for the study women had to be over the age of 18, have a good understanding of English, and work in a licensed brothel, massage parlour or as a private escort in Victoria, Australia. Participants were recruited between June and August 2014 from the Melbourne Sexual Health Centre (MSHC), the largest sexual health clinic in Victoria, Australia, where they attended for their three monthly check up and certificate to work. Eligible participants were identified through the Computerised Patient Management System (CPMS) and approached by nurses during the triage process.

Data collection {#sec009}
---------------

### Anonymous questionnaire {#sec010}

Women were asked to complete a broader 54 item self-report questionnaire which asked about sex workers' relationships, work characteristics, rates of abuse, personality type, levels of mental separation between sex work and personal relationships, self-esteem levels, resilience levels, perceived levels of social support from friends, family and the wider community, and intimacy with their partner. This study reports only on the 31 questions relating specifically to work characteristics, personal relationships, rates of abuse, condom use, and the levels of mental separation between sex work and personal relationships.

Of the 31 questions, 25 questions relating to sex work, relationships and condom use were taken from the previous study of sex workers' job satisfaction based at MSHC by Bilardi et al. \[[@pone.0141575.ref025]\] Of the remaining six questions, one was derived from a life hassles scale \[[@pone.0141575.ref040]\] used to measure rates of abuse, with one item relating to childhood sexual abuse removed from the scale as it was deemed too confronting for the purposes of this survey. Three questions measuring the separation of work and personal relationships were developed based on a scale of work-family conflict \[[@pone.0141575.ref041]\]. An additional two questions were developed by study investigators and related specifically to sex work and personal relationships. Questions included both closed and open ended responses.

### Member checking {#sec011}

Following completion of the questionnaire data collection and analysis, a further six women were independently recruited to take part in semi-structured qualitative interviews to 'member check' the study findings. Member checking can be undertaken for a variety of reasons, including as a means of validating study findings and ensuring the credibility of results \[[@pone.0141575.ref042]\]. Participants were first asked to describe their background in the sex industry before they were verbally presented with the major findings of the study and asked to comment on whether the findings reflected their personal and broader experience of working in the indoor sex industry.

Recruitment {#sec012}
-----------

Women were opportunistically recruited to the study during a routine three monthly clinical appointment for sexually transmitted infection testing to obtain their certificate to work. Women were identified through CPMS. During the consultation a nurse briefly explained the study to eligible women and invited them to participate. Women interested in participating were offered a plain language statement and questionnaire at the end of their consultation and given the option to complete the questionnaire privately onsite or complete the questionnaire off-site and return it in a reply paid envelope. The questionnaire was anonymous with no identifying information collected. Women involved in the member checking interviews were recruited by the same method and interviewed either face to face or by telephone, depending on their preference.

Data analysis {#sec013}
-------------

Questionnaires were entered into SPSS and analysed using descriptive and frequency analysis. Open-ended questions were transcribed verbatim and thematic analysis applied. Thematic analysis is a method of identifying, analysing and reporting patterns in qualitative data, which are commonly referred to as themes, to organise the data and convey important and relevant meanings \[[@pone.0141575.ref043]\]. Open-ended responses were firstly read and re-read by CB to identify the major themes and categories arising from the data. Themes were developed based on relevant background literature, questions derived from the aims of the study and issues raised by women. Once identified, themes and categories were coded and text responses grouped according to similarities and differences. Responses were re-read again by CB to further revise, refine and confirm categories. To ensure consistency and reliability of data analysis, two secondary researchers (JB and SC) examined a subset of qualitative questionnaire responses to cross check themes and categories. No further themes or differences in interpretations were identified by either secondary researcher.

Member checking interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim and the same thematic analysis process applied.

Results {#sec014}
=======

A total of 55 women completed the questionnaire. In addition, one woman started and returned the questionnaire but only completed the initial demographic questions and her results were therefore not included in the study. For pragmatic reasons and due to the anonymous nature of the questionnaire we were unable to keep a record of all the women who accepted a questionnaire and did not complete and return it, or the reasons for non-completion. [Table 1](#pone.0141575.t001){ref-type="table"} summarises the demographic characteristics of participants. All 55 participants had been in a relationship at some point in their lives. Over half of the women in the study were single at the time of completing the questionnaire. Of the women who were in a relationship, just under half were married or living with their partner. The relationship demographics of the sample are summarised in [Table 2](#pone.0141575.t002){ref-type="table"}.

10.1371/journal.pone.0141575.t001

###### Participant characteristics (N = 55).

![](pone.0141575.t001){#pone.0141575.t001g}

                                         N (%)[\*](#t001fn001){ref-type="table-fn"} or Median \[Range\]
  -------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------------
  Age                                    29 \[20--48\]
  Born in Australia                      30 (55)
  Currently studying                     24 (44)
  *Education level completed to date*    
  Less than Year 12                      8 (16)
  Year 12                                15 (29)
  Trade/certificate                      7 (14)
  Undergraduate university degree        17 (33)
  Postgraduate university degree         4 (8)
  *Type of establishment*                
  Brothel                                36 (71)
  Massage parlour                        8 (16)
  Private/escort                         7 (14)
  Length of time in sex work (months)    27 \[1--336\]
  Hours worked per week                  25 \[1--80\]
  Worked on weekends                     38 (64)
  *Top reasons women entered sex work*   
  Needed money                           46 (90)
  Attracted to flexible working hours    46 (85)
  Particular goal in mind                36 (68)
  Physically abused in the past          34 (65)
  Sexually abused in the past            31 (60)

\*Numbers may not add up to 55 due to missing data. Percentages have been calculated using valid cases. Percentages have been rounded up to 0 decimal points.

10.1371/journal.pone.0141575.t002

###### Participants relationship characteristics (N = 55).

![](pone.0141575.t002){#pone.0141575.t002g}

                                                            N (%)[\*](#t002fn001){ref-type="table-fn"} or Median \[Range\]
  --------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------------
  *Relationship status*                                     
  Married/living with partner                               11 (20)
  In relationship but not living with partner               14 (26)
  Single                                                    30 (55)
  *Partner gender*                                          
  Male                                                      47 (90)
  Female                                                    4 (8)
  Male and female partner                                   1 (2)
  Duration of current relationship (months)                 24 \[2--168\]
  Partner employed                                          35 (59)
  *Top reasons women were not in a relationship*            
  Choose to be single                                       26 (77)
  Not met someone suitable                                  24 (71)
  Job makes it too difficult                                19 (56)
  Do not trust men                                          19 (56)
  Time since last relationship (months) for single women    18 \[6--168\]
  Duration of past relationship (months) for single women   24 \[2--144\]
  Partner aware of work                                     25 (51)
  *Condom use*                                              
  Always wear condoms for sex with clients                  53 (96)
  Always wear condoms for sex with regular partners         13 (27)
  Always wear condoms for sex with casual partners          27 (60)

\*Numbers may not add up to 55 due to missing data. Percentages have been calculated using valid cases. Percentages have been rounded up to 0 decimal points.

The majority of the women who were in relationships believed that overall, sex work affected their romantic relationships (78%) in mainly negative ways.

Negative impact of sex work on relationships---Women in relationships {#sec015}
---------------------------------------------------------------------

The main ways in which sex work negatively impacted on women in relationships were around issues of dishonesty and distrust, jealousy, stigma and pragmatic issues. [Table 3](#pone.0141575.t003){ref-type="table"} provides further quotes from women around these issues.

10.1371/journal.pone.0141575.t003

###### Issues single women and women in relationships face in their personal relationships as a result of sex work.

![](pone.0141575.t003){#pone.0141575.t003g}

  Women in Relationships                                                                                                                                                                                  Single Women
  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  *Dishonesty and distrust*                                                                                                                                                                               *Dishonesty and distrust*
  I have trust issues---are they having sex with others...? (Participant 27).                                                                                                                             I don't expect anyone to be ok with me working. I wouldn't if the shoe was on the other foot. So it's lying and deceiving constantly (Participant 5).
  I'm concerned that he will reject or judge me. It's also increased his suspicions about my sexual activity (Participant 44)                                                                             I can\'t always be honest as to what has me stressed and tired (Participant 14).
                                                                                                                                                                                                          I don't trust men anymore. I enjoy sex however don't have time to meet decent men outside of work (Participant 38).
  *Jealousy*                                                                                                                                                                                              *Discomfort*
  Depends on the man. My ex husband (sic) didn't really care so that showed his level of commitment to me. My current partner hates anyone else touching me and worries I may get hurt (Participant 9).   If I was to get a partner, I don\'t know how they would react to my work (Participant 4)
  *Stigma and sex work*                                                                                                                                                                                   *Stigma and sex work*
  Romantic interests are sometimes discouraged by the nature of the work, holding beliefs that stigmatise the industry (sic) (Participant 16).                                                            Not many people understand the nature of this work. If someone wants to be in a relationship with me, knowing what I do, they seem to assume I have low moral standards (Participant 27).
  Most males couldn\'t or wouldn\'t cope with the situation. The sex industry is still overly stigmatised (Participant 25).                                                                               It\'s just work. I don\'t see how different it is to any other job. The only problem I have is how stigmatised it is (Participant 4).
  There is a gap between the nature of my job and the public perception (Participant 15).                                                                                                                 As I am dating again, I find that many men and women carry the notion that sex workers are drug addicts/desperate/diseased. I find it is easier not to discuss work until I discover the person\'s notions around the industry. If they are negative I stop dating them (Participant 51).
  *Pragmatic issues*                                                                                                                                                                                      *Wrong type of partner*
  After working, you can be so sore/sensitive to go home and have sex with your partner, which can cause problems (Participant 50).                                                                       Now I only want to be in a relationship with someone who wouldn\'t want me to work, because they wouldn\'t want to share me with anyone, not because they have a problem with my work, therefore while I work I can\'t date (Participant 48).
  Energy levels and sex life sometimes (Participant 21).                                                                                                                                                  I couldn't lie about my work and I couldn't respect someone who allowed me to do sex work (Participant 23).
                                                                                                                                                                                                          I would never enter into a relationship whilst in the sex industry because I don\'t think it is the person I want to be. And/or I wouldn\'t want anyone to know let alone my partner, and I wouldn\'t want anyone to be ok with me doing that (Participant 49).

### Problems in general {#sec016}

Some women commented that sex work caused problems in their relationships but did not elaborate further.

> *I have a lot of problems in my relationship because of my work... I just don\'t want to cause any more problems*.
>
> (Participant 31)

> *The job doesn\'t help when in a relationship*. *It\'s much easier to be single*, *but I am human*, *I have feelings*. *When work is not brought up it is usually fine*, *but I do feel bad when I think about what they have to put up with*.
>
> (Participant 12)

### Dishonesty and distrust {#sec017}

Of the women in relationships, only half had told their partners they were working in the sex industry. Women who had not told their partners about their work commonly expressed concerns about lying to their partners and the guilt this caused them to feel, which in turn raised issues of trust. Some women who were lying to their partners about the nature of their work questioned whether their partners might also be deceiving them.

> *I have trusting problems*, *I feel guilty*. *All the time I feel like I am a bad person*.
>
> (Participant 47)

Women were commonly worried about their partner finding out about their work or thinking they were being unfaithful.

> *All the lying*, *I have to make up excuses and he is very suspicious*. *We always fight about it*.
>
> (Participant 52)

For these women, not telling their partners about their work led to questioning about their faithfulness.

### Jealousy {#sec018}

For women who had told their partners about their work, the impact of sex work on their relationships was largely determined by how their partners reacted when they found out and how they felt about them doing sex work. The majority of women reported that being honest with their partners about their work had impacted negatively on their relationship rather than positively. Problems often arose when partners had issues with the nature of their work, and experienced jealousy, resulting in arguments.

> *My relationship before this*, *the guy found it very hard to deal with*. *Would call while at work so I wouldn't do intros* (sic), *tried to accept but was hard*, *caused many fights*. *He didn't see it as just a job*.
>
> (Participant 12)

### Stigma and sex work {#sec019}

The stigma associated with sex work in the wider community was a major barrier for most women in their relationships, causing difficulties with the level of support and understanding they received from their partners.

> *It is not the fact that I am a sex worker but the fact that stigma is attached to the work*, *that can cause issues*.
>
> (Participant 24)

### Pragmatic issues {#sec020}

Other issues in relationships were more pragmatic, with many women reporting that after having to have sex with clients at work all day they were tired and did not want to come home and have sex with their partner.

> *Too tired from work and sometimes making love feels like being with a client*.
>
> (Participant 11)

### Positive impact of sex work on relationships---Women in relationships {#sec021}

While most women reported negative impacts on their relationships from sex work, a few felt that sex work had positively impacted on their relationships. These women felt that sex work had enabled them to experience deeper intimacy with their partners and that sex work improved their private sex life as well as their self-esteem and confidence.

> *We are closer because I need to be more honest about my sexual energy and needs*. *It has also proven he is not a possessive or sexist man which is important to me*. *And I'm more assertive and confident sexually*.
>
> (Participant 8)

> *Being a dominatrix has given me so much confidence and makes me proud to do the work I do*. *I'm more sensitive to others and life is better overall*.
>
> (Participant 20)

Women who reported positive impacts on their relationships from sex work tended to take a holistic view of sex work, regarding it as an important part of their life and who they were. These women were less inclined to feel the need to separate their work and home lives, which in turn impacted positively on their personal lives and relationships.

> *I don\'t separate it too much*. *It is my life and all parts are important*. *I am also lucky to have supportive SW* (sex worker) *and non-SW* (sic) *friends and family*.
>
> (Participant 20)

Some women similarly felt that their profession was better understood, and it was easier on their relationship, if they were dating ex-clients who had an understanding of the nature of their work due to their prior experience of sex worker services.

> *I met my current partner through work*, *he was a client*. *That in some ways has made it easier to negotiate being a sex worker because he knows what I do*.
>
> (Participant 20)

Single women {#sec022}
------------

Over half of the women in the study were single, mainly out of choice, and mostly due to the nature of their work. Some women reported that generally the nature of their work was not conducive to having a relationship, however they did not elaborate further.

> *I can't have a relationship whilst working*, *I only work when I'm single*.
>
> (Participant 10)

### Discomfort {#sec023}

More commonly women reported that they chose to remain single while doing sex work either because they were not comfortable with being in a relationship while working in the sex industry or because they felt that partners would not be comfortable with the nature of their work.

> *If he doesn't know there are too many lies and you fall out of love*, *if he does know then the* (sic) *partner would be uncomfortable*.
>
> (Participant 13)

### Wrong type of partner {#sec024}

Interestingly, quite a few women specifically commented that they would not want to be with someone who was comfortable with them being a sex worker.

> *Even if your partner said he was ok with it*, *I don't think he would be or should be*, *you would always be thinking in the back of your head 'why he is ok with it* *?'*.
>
> (Participant 54)

Generally, these women assumed that while they were working it would be better to stay single because the sort of partner they would want to be with was not the type that would want a partner doing sex work.

### Dishonesty {#sec025}

Other women reported that they felt the need to lie to many people in their lives about the nature of their work and they did not want to lie to a sexual partner, which is why they preferred to stay single while working in the sex industry.

> *I don't feel I can be intimate when my 'work' is a lie---I'm affectively lying to everyone and this is hard*.
>
> (Participant 23)

Women commonly felt they could not be honest about the nature of their work and this created barriers with relationships and intimacy.

### Stigma and sex work {#sec026}

Single women also struggled to be honest about the nature of their work due to the stigma attached to the sex industry. Single women often reported that potential partners did not understand the true nature of their work and the stigma associated with it caused many partners to react negatively.

> *There is a gap between the nature of my job and the public perception*.
>
> (Participant 15)

### Distrust {#sec027}

A number of women also spoke of an inability to trust men which developed either early in their lives as a result of physical or sexual abuse or as a consequence of sex work, impacting heavily on their desire to have a relationship.

> *Because of all the nice and lovely men I have met through work (not the pricks) I no longer trust men to be faithful*.
>
> (Participant 14)

Trust had become a huge issue for some women because of their exposure to men as clients.

> *I now think about 85% of men are psychopaths*. *I am reclusive and have been hurt/suffered abuse...it's more about knowing other people's limitations and therefore being aware so as to protect myself from any hurt*.
>
> (Participant 14)

> *It affects trust*, *it affects how you see and feel about sex*, *it affects your whole personality/life if you let it*.
>
> (Participant 37)

Three sex workers in particular reported that their work had a substantial impact on all facets of their lives. Sex work had become something that defined their whole lives and these women seemed to be more desperate to leave the industry altogether.

### Relationship status not due to sex work {#sec028}

While many women felt their work kept them from having relationships, a minority reported they were not single because of their work nor did their work have a major impact on their relationships.

> *Being a sex worker doesn't effect* (sic) *my view of relationships*. *If I was to meet someone and there was a chance of anything*, *I would tell them what I do*. *Their reaction to it is their business*.
>
> (Participant 4)

> *I don't believe working should affect intimacy and in future my men will accept it*.
>
> (Participant 43)

These women expressed a desire to be in a relationship, be honest about their work and find a partner who would be comfortable and accept their work. If a partner however, could not accept the nature of their work, they felt this would be their partner's problem and not theirs to be concerned about.

Separation as a coping mechanism {#sec029}
--------------------------------

About half of women, either single or in a relationship, spoke about the need to maintain a distinction between their work and personal lives, some however, found this easier to do than others. Over half of women (53%) reported they found it either *quite* or *very difficult* (measured on a 10-point Likert scale) to mentally separate their work life from their personal life. This was often because they felt they were deceiving people in their personal lives.

> *If problems occur at work*, *it may be hard to hide them in your personal life*. *It's hard to always keep the lie up*. *It's difficult to answer the question*, *'how was your day'*.
>
> (Participant 6)

> *It has become harder* (to separate), *this is because it kills me to lie and as an older sister I wish I could set a more responsible and steady example*.
>
> (Participant 14)

Most women separated their work life from their home life, mainly to try and limit the impact of their work life on their personal life.

> *I have 2 personas who* (sic) *live comfortably side by side*.
>
> (Participant 23)

> *I\'m pretty good at maintaining it all separately*. *However*, *I am on anti-depressants which helps a lot*.
>
> (Participant 6)

> *I switch off when I am not at work*.
>
> (Participant 33)

Of the women, a few reported ways in which they separated their sex work from their personal lives including one sex worker who reported that to keep her work life and personal life separate she did not spend time with other sex workers outside of work.

> *I keep it separate*, *I do not hang out with other workers*.
>
> (Participant 41)

A number of other women reported that condom use was a way in which they separated sex at work with sex at home. Women generally used condoms with their clients but not with their personal partners.

> *I sleep with my husband without protection but always practice safe sex with clients*.
>
> (Participant 11)

> *Never with my former partner as he\'d had a vasectomy and we were both checked out and tested*.
>
> (Participant 10)

While trying to separate their two lives may have been useful for some women, others found that trying to separate their work and home life made things more difficult and isolating.

> *I find it isolating and stressful to not be able to discuss work at home or with friends*.
>
> (Participant 44)

It was particularly difficult for women in committed personal relationships.

> *It used to be quite easy* (to separate) *but I am in love with my current partner and this makes it very hard*.
>
> (Participant 9)

> *Sometimes making love feels like being with a client*.
>
> (Participant 11)

Member checking {#sec030}
---------------

Overall, women who member checked the questionnaire results agreed with the findings of the study. Tables [4](#pone.0141575.t004){ref-type="table"} and [5](#pone.0141575.t005){ref-type="table"} provide an overview of their experiences in the sex industry and examples of the impact sex work has on their personal relationships and their use of mental separation as a coping mechanism. The 55 women's experiences largely reflected the six women's own experiences or those of women they knew working in the indoor sex industry. As one woman exclaimed when reading a statement relating to women wanting a partner who was not comfortable with them doing sex work, '*Yes*! *Yes exactly*! \[nodding\]' The women interviewed represented a diverse group of indoor sex workers and as a result, women were not always able to personally relate to all of the quotes and findings presented to them. However they often stated that while certain aspects did not necessarily reflect their own personal experience, they did reflect the experiences of other sex workers they knew, '...*not for me personally but I can understand where these girls are coming from*'. The main difference found between the experiences of the 55 sex workers who completed the questionnaire and the six women interviewed for member checking was that the member checking women were more likely to focus on both the positive and negative effects of sex work on their personal lives and relationships. Women who completed the questionnaire were more likely to report on the negative effects.

10.1371/journal.pone.0141575.t004

###### Member checking---Single Women.

![](pone.0141575.t004){#pone.0141575.t004g}

  Annie                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  Akina
  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Annie began working in the sex industry due to negative dating experiences, deciding it would be better to work as a sex worker and get paid to 'have fun' without the hassles of dating. She had largely positive experiences from her sex work and felt that in order to have a relationship she would have to find someone similarly 'like-minded' who was comfortable with her work. She did, however, believe that the stigma surrounding sex work was an issue providing an example of a friend who did not know she worked in the sex industry discussing the topic with her:   Akina was born overseas and began working as a sex worker to save money to travel. When she arrived in Australia she once again began working in the sex industry but had not told any of her friends at home what she did for a living. She explained that sex work made her feel guilty and equated it to cheating. She thought there was a lot of stigma surrounding sex work but that this was worse in her country of birth than in Australia. She did not want to be with a man who would let her do sex work
  *She was like*, *'Oh my god*, *you're the nicest person...' but then again I wonder how she would feel*, *if I told her what I do*, *how she would then view me*? *You know she was saying that*, *you know 'Prostitutes and strippers they wreck marriages'*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         ...*maybe I'm not really happy with the guy who can say it's okay but it doesn't really... if I really love him*, *I don't know I've never really had a guy like that*. *I think I'll be happier if the guy cares about me and then don't do it*. *I want him to say no*.'
  Annie did not feel the need to separate her work and personal lives and instead viewed her work as integrated with the rest of her life.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               Akina deliberately kept her personal life separate from her work life.
  *...like I say to my clients 'You guys are all like my boyfriends without the headache'*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              ...*some of my friends who's doing sex work*, *they gave the clients their number and sometimes they go to dinner or something*, *like ohhhh my god I can't do it (laughs)*, *yes*, *separate*, *I never want them to come into my private life*.

10.1371/journal.pone.0141575.t005

###### Member checking---Women in Relationships.

![](pone.0141575.t005){#pone.0141575.t005g}

  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  **Samantha**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             **Charlotte**
  Samantha began sex work due to financial difficulties following the breakdown of her marriage, at which time she had mental health issues at the time and an unsupportive partner. At the time she was unemployed, homeless, did not have custody of her two children and needed money quickly to get back on her feet financially. She reported previously having a nine month relationship with a partner who wanted her to stop sex work and said he would support her financially. She stopped sex work but the relationship broke down and she re-started sex work to support herself. She did not want to remain in the sex industry but needed the money. The man she was currently dating was more supportive of her work in the sex industry.   Charlotte and her partner have an open relationship and began sex work after they began getting paid to attend 'swingers' parties every few months that they had already been attending as a couple. Following this Charlotte was asked to do threesomes which she enjoyed however she did not want this as her only job and so she started working privately as an escort. She reported she had been reluctant to do escort work very often though due to safety concerns and ended up working in a parlour instead. She felt that sex work had some important positive impacts on her life.
  *...he believes he doesn't have a right to tell me not to do it or that he doesn't like me doing it*. *He doesn't believe he has the right to say that*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 *I was always very self-critical*. *And it wasn't until I started swinging that I realised actually people do find me desirable and I guess that's what pushed me into sex work*. *I do totally agree though that I feel empowered*, *like I hold the cards*.
  She also reported that stigma surrounding the sex industry was a huge problem.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           Charlotte has kept her work secret from others mainly because she wants to protect her young children from bullying and the stigma associated with sex work. Charlotte kept some sex acts separate from work and home.
  *...and you know it's a stigma*, *similar stigma with mental health and the issues that people face with having a mental illness in society*. *It's not accepted*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       *Like I just keep between me and him*. *Like if I do it all the time at work it's no longer special... I promise him I won't do it to anyone else*.
  Samantha felt that she had a separate persona she put on at work to separate it from her personal life.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
  *I can be professional and I can be somebody else and you know walking into an acting job and playing that role and at the end of the day I take off the clothes and the make-up and I put on*, *you know*, *and I'm just me then*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
  **Lauren**                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               **Anna**
  Lauren had worked as a receptionist in a brothel for years before deciding to try sex work for a few months to gain an insight into the experiences of sex workers, '*on the other side of the desk*'. She continued to do sex work to supplement her income after losing her reception job, in conjunction with a further desk job. She met her partner through sex work but as the relationship became more serious he was not comfortable with her working. At the same time she also became pregnant to a client. She quit sex work but then lost her desk job and had to go back to sex work again but did not tell her partner.                                                                                                                    Anna began sex work as she had been sleeping with a number of partners but found this '*disappointing*' and '*unfulfilling*' and wanted to have more sexually adventurous experiences. She felt sex was something she was very good at and would like to try it in a safe and controlled environment, like a brothel. Her partner was living interstate and she had not told him about her work as she anticipated that he would think it was '*wrong*'. She felt that she may also not be comfortable if he was doing sex work and therefore he would not be with her doing it.
  *...and he would drop me off sometimes and I would literally walk through the door*, *go down to the underground carpark*, *sit in the underground carpark for 10 minutes knowing that the car*, *he'd be gone by then*, *and then get out of there and go \[to work\]*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 *I just think ultimately we just have different values*. *I don't know if I would be okay with it if he was having sex with people for money*, *but just because I am so sure in how I feel about my work*, *and how it's work*, *I feel really confident in knowing that*, *like they're separate but like he would never understand that*.
  She found it very difficult to keep lying to her partner.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                She did not understand the stigma associated with sex work in the wider community.
  She separated her work and home life by developing a different persona with a different name.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            *...she \[author of 'Secret Diary of a Call Girl\] says this thing about how society is ok about like a man and a woman meeting each other in a bar and going home to have sex and how it's totally not ok if an agency has arranged that and checked that the guy is like ok and money changes hands and I really feel like it is*, *it's just sex*.
  *...I used to come into work and think 'Oh great*! *I'm \*Sally\* and \*Sally\* doesn't have to think about how she had a fight with her sister or uni's \[sic\] hard or there's a mountain of bills at home and her Mum is stressing*. *She can be happy and fine*.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     Anna kept things separate by creating boundaries around the location of her work and personal lives.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           *...work happens at work and I leave and just go home and eat a salad*, *it's not*, *there's no*, *yeah I feel really separate*.
  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Discussion {#sec031}
==========

Research regarding the impact of sex work on romantic relationships is very limited yet our findings suggest that the nature of sex work affects women's romantic relationships significantly. Just under half of women were in a relationship at the time of completing the questionnaire, and of these women, just over half reported their partners were not aware they were working in the sex industry. For the majority of women this resulted in feelings of guilt from lying and a fear of their partners finding out, which in turn caused trust issues for both partners, with some women's partners becoming suspicious about their sex lives and faithfulness. The majority of women who had told their partners they were working in the sex industry experienced largely negative impacts around jealousy and misunderstanding due to the stigma associated with the sex industry. Interestingly, the difficulties women in relationships reported due to the nature of their work were the same issues or reasons why many women chose to remain single while employed in sex work. A few women reported positive impacts of working in the sex industry and being in a relationship, including an improved sex life, higher levels of intimacy with their partner and improved self-esteem and confidence. Women in this study commonly experienced issues negotiating the borders between their work and personal relationships, especially in regards to a negative 'spill over' of emotions from work into their home lives and relationships. Over half of women reported they found it difficult to mentally separate their work life from their personal life, using mechanisms such as not socialising with other sex workers or using condoms with clients but not with romantic partners to separate the two spheres.

Sex work and relationships {#sec032}
--------------------------

The findings from this study support and extend previous findings \[[@pone.0141575.ref025], [@pone.0141575.ref033], [@pone.0141575.ref037]\] which have also found that women working in the sex industry commonly report negative impacts on their relationships as a result of their work due to issues around lying, trust and feelings of guilt. In a study by Warr and Pyett \[[@pone.0141575.ref037]\] of condom use among women working in the sex industry in Australia, women in relationships commonly experienced similar negative impacts due to the nature of their work. Past research has shown that it is not uncommon for couples in other occupations to also experience negatives issues associated with suspicion, jealousy and questions of faithfulness \[[@pone.0141575.ref044]\]. These issues commonly result if violations of trust and loyalty occur, which are thought to be integral to relationship satisfaction. As couples in other occupations commonly experience these negative issues, it is likely that these problems would only be heightened in sex workers' personal relationships given the nature of their work and the stigma associated with the sex industry.

As previous studies have also found \[[@pone.0141575.ref014]--[@pone.0141575.ref018]\], stigma was a major barrier in sex workers personal romantic relationships, with women commonly reporting that partners misunderstood the true nature of their work due to negative stigma surrounding the sex industry, leading to significant problems in their relationships. Sex workers are stigmatised as 'whores', damaged women of loose moral values and character whose practices lie outside the boundaries of 'normal' prescribed sexual behaviour, resulting in stigma characterised by fear, disapproval, rejection, and shame \[[@pone.0141575.ref045]\]. A study by Scrambler \[[@pone.0141575.ref014]\] of female sex workers in London, England, found that women experienced 'whore' stigma from the wider community, attributing blame and shame due to their work in the sex industry which resulted in them being unwilling to disclose their work to friends and family. As found in this study and others, the shame associated with doing sex work contributed to many women not disclosing the nature of their work for fear of being judged or rejected \[[@pone.0141575.ref014], [@pone.0141575.ref017]--[@pone.0141575.ref019]\].

It was also common for women in this study to feel the need to maintain a distinction between their work and personal life, using separation as a coping mechanism to manage the two spheres of their lives, including not socialising with other sex workers, and using condoms with clients but not with romantic partners. This has previously been suggested to reflect levels of intimacy in relationships as well as creating a symbolic barrier between sex at work and sex at home \[[@pone.0141575.ref034], [@pone.0141575.ref037]\]. Other common coping mechanisms sex workers use to separate the two spheres, a number of which were identified in this study, include lying to their partners and significant people in their lives about their work, trying to maintain a psychological distinction between sex at work and home, and changing dress, makeup and even persona in order to maintain distinctions between their work life and personal life \[[@pone.0141575.ref019], [@pone.0141575.ref025]--[@pone.0141575.ref029], [@pone.0141575.ref037]\]. It is likely these coping mechanisms are used not only to separate sex at work from sex at home, but as a means of maintaining sex workers' emotional wellbeing. The stigma associated with sex work is likely to prevent women from being able to breakdown the borders between their work and personal lives, particularly where partners are not supportive or understanding of the nature of their work which contributes to their inability to discuss their work openly.

The theory of mentally separating work and home has been previously explored through the lens of border theory which posits that when work and home lives are very different it is important to maintain strong borders around them in order to lead a balanced life \[[@pone.0141575.ref034]\]. The women in this study appeared to have mixed reactions around mentally separating their work and home life, with the majority of women finding it useful to maintain a distinction between the two, and the few who felt it was unnecessary more likely to view sex work as an important part of their lives and identity. Previous research has similarly shown that creating distinctions between work and personal lives was an important aspect of coping for many women in the sex industry \[[@pone.0141575.ref017], [@pone.0141575.ref032], [@pone.0141575.ref045]\]. The ability to do this can depend on individual differences such as personal coping style and ways of thinking about their work. Some women found separating the two worlds useful and even had a separate persona for work than for home as has been shown previously \[[@pone.0141575.ref017], [@pone.0141575.ref019], [@pone.0141575.ref029], [@pone.0141575.ref032]\]. Women who viewed sex work as part of their lives and who they were, were more likely to be in a position to freely discuss their work with their romantic partners, most of who accepted it well and often had a greater understanding of the industry. Partners' greater understanding and acceptance of the nature of their work meant that women often felt less of a need to separate their two worlds and the boundaries between these worlds were more permeable \[[@pone.0141575.ref034]\]. Women who had supportive partners tended to report more positive experiences of the impact of work on their relationships and demonstrated a more integrated psychological approach to work and home life balance. According to border theory, spouses tend to have a degree of control over their partner's balance between work and home and the borders between the two. This is exemplified in partners reactions to sex work and the effects this had on sex workers' experiences of balancing the two worlds \[[@pone.0141575.ref034]\].

Interestingly, single women in this study commonly chose not to have a relationship while working in the sex industry for the same reasons the women in relationships raised. Women did not want to have to lie to potential partners or deal with the trust issues they knew would inevitably arise. These findings are consistent with previous study findings by Warr and Pyett \[[@pone.0141575.ref037]\], who reported that a number of women were concerned about having a relationship while working in the sex industry for these reasons. As we found in this study, a considerable number of women also reported they did not want a relationship while working in the sex industry as the relationships available to them did not seem to fit with their idea of a healthy relationship. Women reported that they did not want a partner who would be comfortable with them doing sex work and associated this with commitment, respect and love. This relationship paradox whereby women felt it was impossible to have a relationship while working in the sex industry as it would only be possible with a man that they would not want to be with is worth exploring further. While the women themselves may be comfortable with their choice to work in the sex industry they do not want a partner who is comfortable with them engaging in sex work, indicating their views of sex work may be much more complex than is initially apparent, and they may not be as comfortable with sex work as it appears.

Strengths and limitations {#sec033}
-------------------------

The major strength of this study is that it adds to the very limited data available on the impact of sex work on women's personal intimate relationships. To our knowledge this is the first study to specifically explore the experiences of indoor sex workers in relation to the impact of sex work on their personal relationships and the use of mental separation as a coping mechanism. Previous studies have focused mainly on sex workers' use of and reasons for using condoms at work compared to at home, and the associations women have with condom use at work and in their personal lives. A further strength of this study is that it focused on sex workers who are involved in the legal sex industry where occupational health and safety regulations are enforced. Women are more likely to present with issues due to the work itself, such as issues regarding their emotional wellbeing and relationships, rather than, for example, issues around personal safety. Although indoor sex workers safety is still of some concern it is much more likely to be an issue in the illegal sex industry. The qualitative component of the analysis allowed for an exploration of the breadth of women's experiences and relationships which are diverse. This study also investigated single women's views of sex work and relationships which has not been focused on in prior research.

The study had a number of limitations. Firstly, the results of this study are based on a relatively small sample of indoor sex workers from one sexual health centre in Victoria, Australia and as such the findings may not be generalizable to the broader population of sex workers in Australia. The purpose of this study however, was not to provide generalizable data but rather to conduct a preliminary examination in an area of little research to gain further insight and identify key issues relating to the impact of sex work on women's personal romantic relationships. We have been successful in identifying a number of avenues that are important for further investigation and future large scale studies among a broad, diverse sample of sex workers are now required to confirm the findings of this study and determine generalisability. Secondly, the depth of data collection was not at the level of an interview style qualitative study. The self-report nature of the questionnaire may not have allowed women to fully explore their feelings and experiences in the open text areas, however, the anonymous nature of the questionnaire may have also allowed women to feel freer to express their feelings and opinions more honestly without the presence of an interviewer. The self-report method may also have limited the findings due to potential responder bias however, again, it is possible that in being anonymous women may have been more comfortable and honest about their experiences than if they were identifiable or the questionnaire was interviewer administered. Lastly, due to constraints on nurses' time during consultations we were also unable to keep an accurate record of the number of women who were handed out a questionnaire and as such are unable to provide an accurate participation rate.

Implications and further research {#sec034}
---------------------------------

This exploratory study identified some key issues women working in the sex industry face when trying to balance their work and personal romantic relationships. This study enabled women to share some of the emotional impacts of their work, the information of which is likely to be useful to health care and support workers in assisting sex workers to manage the tensions between their work and personal romantic relationships. While these findings are clearly not generalizable to the wider community of sex workers, they have provided a useful insight into this largely under researched area, and support the need for a larger study to be undertaken to determine if the findings of this study are reflected in a larger, more representative sample of Australian sex workers. Consideration should be given to including both indoor and outdoor sex workers who face considerably different work and personal issues which are likely to impact on their personal romantic relationships in different ways. It is likely women from different socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, diverse sexualities and partner type, and geographic area will experience differing impacts of sex work and it is important future interventions recognise and tailor support programs accordingly. It is also imperative, given the significant barrier it plays in most women's relationships, that the negative stigma surrounding the sex industry is addressed through greater public awareness and education campaigns. It is possible other associated issues faced by women such as dishonestly and lying would be of less concern if they felt confident and comfortable to disclose their true profession to partners, family and friends without fear of judgement or stigmatisation. Nevertheless, the issues that women face in their relationships as a result of sex work are clearly complex and there will not be one simple solution to address such a wide range of experiences.

Conclusions {#sec035}
===========

The findings of the current study suggest that sex work impacts personal romantic relationships in mainly negative ways. The impacts ranged in manifestation and severity but overwhelmingly caused issues around trust, deception, lying and jealousy. Negotiating the viability of potential relationships while working in the sex industry was an issue for a variety of reasons including stigma, trust and the types of relationships that women felt they wanted. It is important to note however, that a minority of women did report positive effects of sex work on their relationships and sex lives, which highlights the diversity of experiences in this group of women.
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